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Syria, Phoenicia, Canaan, etc.

In Syria the great mother-goddess was known by the
name of Attar or Athar, while at the sacred city of Hierapolis
(the modern Membij) in the Lebanon she was called Atar-
gatis, a word compounded out of 'Atar and 'Ate, two well-
known Syrian deities. The full etymology of these names has
been discussed by L. B. Paton,1 who gives a large number of
useful references.

Our information on the worship at Hierapolis is mainly
derived from Lucian's De Dea Syria, which is considered
one of his earliest works, probably written about A.D. 150.
Recent researches in Asia Minor and Northern Syria, largely
numismatic, show that at the height of the Hittite domina-
tion in the fourteenth century B.C. the chief religious cult
was very similar to that described by Lucian. There were,
however, certain differences. The Hittites worshipped a
mated pair, a bull god and a lion goddess, while in later
days it was the mother-goddess who became prominent,
representing fertility, and (in Phoenicia) the goddess who
presided over human birth. Religion in the East adapted
itself to changing conditions and the immediate needs of
the community.

Thus in Syria the climate and temperament of the people
tended to develop the sensuous aspect of the goddess. As the
cult became more popular, the rites and festivals became more
orgiastic in character. The phallic nature of some of the rites
at Hierapolis is described by Lucian (28), where he speaks of
two huge phalli, thirty fathoms high, which stood at the door
of the temple. Twice every year a man (probably one of the
castrated Galli) climbed to the summit from the inside, where
he was supposed to hold converse with the gods to ensure the
prosperity and fertility of the land.

Speaking of the temple at Byblos, Lucian states that after
the termination of the mourning for the loss of Adonis (cf. the
Tammuz myth) the men shave their heads and the women
who refuse to submit to a similar treatment have to prosti-
tute themselves for a whole day in the temple. The proceeds
of their hire paid for a sacrifice to the mother-goddess. The
fact that the women were only allowed to be hired by strangers
forms a curious relic of the system of exogamy.

1 Hastings' Ency. Eel Eth, vol. ii, p. 164 et seq>, art. " Atargatis."